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Rob Kitchin’s latest book is an important addition to the emerging field of critical data studies, in that it 
manages to both make a clear, convincing and reasonably detailed case for why it is necessary to look 
critically at what data are—and, just as crucially, what they do in the world—and provide stimulating 
insights and suggestions for further research in this area.  
 
Kitchin’s central claim is that we are in the midst of a revolution that is radically changing how data are 
produced, managed, stored and analysed, with far reaching implications for governments, businesses, civil 
society and science. The book charts the data revolution currently underway, providing in the process a 
conceptual and critical analysis of data and their modes of production and use.  
 
Despite their importance, little conceptual attention has traditionally been paid to data, at least in 
comparison with the sophistication and depth of the debate on the nature of knowledge and of information. 
In contrast, efforts have largely been directed towards the development of sound methods for sampling 
and analysing in order to ensure the validity of the conclusions made on the back of data. However, these 
are not—despite their name—a neutral given, but a wholly social construct; therefore, their unpacking is 
necessary in order to understand how data come into existence, how they do work in the world, and with 
what consequences. The book does this by introducing the notion of the data assemblage, and using it to 
examine three key components of the data revolution: data infrastructures, open data and Big Data. 
 
The notion of assemblage will be familiar to readers of this journal, from work carried out in Surveillance 
Studies (Haggerty and Ericson 2000; Murakami Wood 2013), Geography (Anderson et al. 2012) and 
Urban Studies (Farías and Bender 2010; Brenner et al. 2011). Here, Kitchin uses it to stress how ‘[d]ata do 
not exist independently of ideas, techniques, technologies, systems, people and contexts … [but rather 
should be understood] as the central concern of a complex sociotechnical assemblage’ (p. 24). Shifting 
attention from data per se to data assemblages has three implications. First, and most obviously, that a 
variety of apparatuses and elements—rationalities, political and economic configurations, places, practices 
and materialities—come together to create data; second, that the relationship between data and their 
assemblages is one of mutual constitution; third, that these assemblages are not stable formations, but are 
constantly changing and evolving, shedding and acquiring different bits and pieces along the way. Under 
this light, any analysis of a specific data assemblage is, thus, essentially concerned with three questions: 
how has a specific assemblage come to be created? How do the different elements comprising it interact 
with each other? What are the sources of tension and the directions of potential transformation? 
 
Book 
Review 
Kitchin, R. 2014. The Data Revolution: Big Data, Open 
Data, Data Infrastructures and Their Consequences. 
London: Sage 
240pp. Paperback. £22.99. Print ISBN: 9781446287484. 
Menichelli: Review of Kitchin’s The Data Revolution 
Surveillance & Society 13(2) 320 
The first assemblage Kitchin analyses is the data infrastructure, defined as ‘the institutional, physical and 
digital means for storing, sharing and consuming data across networked technologies’ (p. 32). Catalogues, 
portals and repositories are some of the forms such infrastructures can take. Establishing them is a lengthy 
and complex process, but there are several benefits to be reaped once they are in place. From a scientific 
point of view, storing data together brings about cumulative effects in the generation of new knowledge, 
and new opportunities for interdisciplinary research. Financially, economies of scale are created by 
sharing and circulating costly data while avoiding replication. However, resistances and difficulties are 
also present, both on a technical and a socio-political level. While negotiations between the different 
actors involved in the establishment of a data infrastructure can be fraught with conflicts, a much bigger 
hurdle also needs to be overcome: convincing people to use the data infrastructure to store the data they 
have produced, so that these can be more easily accessed, shared and circulated.  
 
This leads us to the second data assemblage analysed in the book: open data. Organised around the three 
core principles of openness, participation and collaboration, the open data movement calls for the free 
circulation of data in order to increase their value and utility for society as a whole. The movement 
portrays itself as inherently benign and frames the opening up of data in an unproblematic and overtly 
positive light; after all, who could object to an opportunity for the increased accountability of public 
authorities and the transparent assessment of their performance? Or have a stance against more informed 
and involved citizens? As is almost always the case though, things are murkier than they appear. In one of 
the most interesting sections of the book, Kitchin clearly presents the arguments for a critique of the open 
data movement, particularly in terms of its adherence to neoliberal values, the risks towards the further 
empowerment of the empowered and the threat to privacy. Essentially, by pushing public authorities to 
release at no cost high-value data, private companies can re-use them freely for commercial purposes, 
achieving two goals with one strike: free access to a costly resource, and expulsion of the public sector 
from the market. At the same time, the movement glosses over the skill set necessary to make sense of the 
data, ignoring the possibility that open data might end up deepening existing social cleavages and power 
imbalances, rather than act as a force of democratisation. 
 
The final data assemblage examined in the book is Big Data, and in the course of several chapters Kitchin 
leads us into an in-depth analysis of what this is, where the data come from and how are they collected and 
organised, what technological advances made the appearance of Big Data possible, and the new analytics 
being developed to deal with data that are abundant, exhaustive and often coming in in real-time. 
Particularly welcome to this reviewer is the chapter dedicated to the implications raised by the advent of 
Big Data in the sciences, social sciences and humanities.  
 
Across the disciplinary spectrum, the data revolution has posed an explicit challenge to established 
epistemologies, and forced questions about how knowledge is—and can be—produced in an age of Big 
Data. For natural sciences, the danger is that of a new empiricism, according to which data are unbiased, 
‘correlation supersedes causation’ (Anderson 2008, cited p. 130) and theory is, therefore, unnecessary. In 
this perspective, the very goal of science shifts, from constructing and testing theories to developing 
models that can account for the complex relationships between data as unearthed through Big Data 
analytics. In an attempt to accommodate these developments, data-driven science (as opposed to the 
theory-driven science of old) has emerged as a hybrid combination of inductive, abductive and deductive 
approaches, with data used in conjunction with existing theory to generate hypotheses that are 
subsequently examined and tested.  
 
Reactions in the humanities and social sciences have been more varied, both for the lack of a common 
paradigm and the decisive turn towards post-positivist approaches in most disciplines in the two fields. 
For one, digital humanities have evolved from a concern with the analysis of digital data and the 
digitisation of texts and objects into a field concerned with the provision of data-intensive analytical 
methods in support of traditional forms of theory building. While Big Data do offer the opportunity of 
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analysing vast amounts of works at once—say, all the novels published in Victorian England—rather than 
the limited corpora that can be studied by humans—the books written by a specific author—worries still 
remain. However, the irreducible difference between close reading and machine reading is agreed upon by 
scholars in the field, along with the undesirability of computers doing literary analysis on their own. In the 
social sciences, the situation is rendered more complex still by the gulf that exists between positivist and 
post-positivist approaches, with accusations traded back and forth of determinism and reductionism on 
one side, and of lack of representativity and formalisation on the other. While the rise of mixed-method 
approaches to research has done something to close the gap over this divide, for post-positivist scholars 
the problem remains very much open as to whether computational social science and the models that it 
builds on the back of Big Data analytics can identify causality and predict behaviour. Crucially, this 
discussion has wide ranging implications, as both in the humanities and the social sciences funding is 
being redirected away from computational-weak towards computational-intensive projects, with clear 
repercussions on the kind of research projects that get to be carried out and the direction and focus of these 
disciplines as a whole. 
 
The only minor criticism that can be levelled at the book is the lack of a historical perspective that could 
have productively placed the present data revolution at the end of a long series of other developments in 
science, all equally concerned with attempts to collect ‘all’ data in order to produce a truly universal 
knowledge.1 Even its current form though, Kitchin’s book is a very welcome contribution at a time when 
there is pressing need for studies that look critically at what data are and what they do in the world. The 
book does an excellent job of presenting in a clear and balanced manner the opportunities and the 
challenges that the data revolution poses, and in stressing the need for in-depth empirical studies of 
specific data assemblages at a given time in a given place it paves the way for the kind of critical work 
that is sorely needed at this point in time. 
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